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Devdas Chhotray is a natural poet 
and has the rare ability to use 
Oriya words in a unique lyrical way. 
Oriya is the language spoken by over 
thirty million people 
in the eastern state of Orissa, India, 
and has its own script. 

I have enjoyed Devdas’ poetry for a long time 
and he has generously allowed me 
to interpret, rather than translate 
these poems into English, 
using my own imagination. 

In my own writings, dealing with Oriya 
village life, I know how difficult it is to translate directly from 
Oriya into English. 

My aim has been to give expression 
to the rich imagery of these sensuous poems of Devdas and 
offer them to a wider public. 

My drawings are not illustrations. 

They are evocations of the general effect 
of the poems on my artistic sensibility. 
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My eyes were filled with tears 


My eyes were filled with tears 
I cried out 
Mallika Mallika 
The river roars down and down 
with all my sins exposed 
In the garden of flowers 
drops of blood 


I understand a wonderful rainbow can be made 
from tears 
And in the river of tears 
fish can swim 
boats can float 
And in tears the ashok tree of love 
continues to live 
In my tears I separate you from me 
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The tear-filled eyes 
are only eyes full of tears 
The most harmful was the youngest star of the night 
It comes back like spring to my wounded wings 
Love is a thrilling fear 
which comes late at night 


Love is a lie 
but all lies are not death 
May be that is why the unknown god of my sins 
wanders every day through the garden 
enjoying sweet flowers 


Mallika you do not exist 
Even if you did 
there will never be so much excitement 
In the garden 
the fallen leaves of my desire 
cut my feet like thorns 
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The spring is so unbearable 


The spring is so unbearable 
There was a time we played together 
Going out was useless 
your new frock soon soiled 
with layers of dust and petrol fumes 


I have seen you during many parts 
of the night 
Your dedication of lips and eyes 
were like the kiss of Jesus Christ 
more ancient than the blood of ancestors 


I wanted to make a garland for you 
like seven hyacinths stringed together 
with a mysterious thread 
Mallika the spring is unbearable 
I draw a lotus in cement 
while the orchestra plays grey sad tunes 
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Do you remember we lived 
in two small houses, not our own 
Our parents were neighbours 
We went to the churchyard 
read sonnets in moonlight 
And suddenly I held you tight 
like the Count of Monte Cristo 
in the dark corridor leading to the staircase 
and kissed you 
You closed your eyes 
imitating the cinema 


Mallika the spring is unbearable 
Death is truer than love 
The end is truer than life 
Love is the first death 
Death is the cursed love 
Mallika the night is freezing cold 
The spring is so unbearable 
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The innocent sky like her open body 


The innocent sky 
like her open body 
dampens the trees 
I remember the night 
falling 
like dew drops of tears 
I remember her voice 
In the sky of her eyes 
the monsoon rain 
flows like rivers 
dwells like lakes 
The tired body turns blue in pain 
The fallen leaf 
mingles in the mist 
I do not know 
when the scars of love 
the anguish of 
shattered dense night 
will ever end 
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I remember 


I remember Mallika’s home 
A thatched house 
When evening comes 
the mist covers it 
with a cloak of melancholy 
On a triangular table 
a kerosene lamp burns 
with tired blue light 


Mallika’s home is small 
Time passes 
The eyes of a dead star 
become wet 
with two drops 
of anguished blood 
My face turns pale 
A small sad mouse 
quivers on the roof 
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The night is dense 
in the city 
I go on writing 
the synopsis of blood-stained sin 
My veins swell, blue with terror 
Foolishly I count 
the number of rivers, oceans and lakes 
that turn a cloud 
into a shower 


I become the desolate shadow 
in the meaningless monsoon 
In the middle of the room 
the table has only three angles 
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The moon rises 


The moon rises 
The hill turns 
into a tall champak tree 


The moonlight spreads into the river 
like the eyes of a young maiden 


Suddenly the entire body 
of the decaying tree 
is covered with new tender flesh 
A strong current of pure blood 
flows from one city to another 


I do not know 
when the moon rises and sets 
Every moonlit night I spent 
in the embrace of your arms 
The moon came and went 
in the guise of your face 
I lost myself 
in those moonlit nights 
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The moon came and went 
In clear sunlight 
I saw my tired corpse 
lying under your bed 
The floor soaked in my blood 


You have neatly removed 
blood stains from your teeth 
after your bath 
A flower in your hair 
you walk away happily into the city 
in the hot red sun 


I said listen imy friend 
Our relationship 
has come to an end 
But in the faraway forest 
around the hill 
a voice still calls the moon 


The sun will set again 
Like a maiden fish 
the moonlight will swim 
into the heart of the river 
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The moon is still seen 
over the hills 
cheeks resting 
on your naked shoulders 
In deadly crimson light 
the womb is full 


You will see in your broken sleep 
the person you have killed 
lies beside you 
in the same bed 
A faultless moon 
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Please don’t light a candle 


Please don’t light a candle 
Let the cool blue of the sea 
sprinkle the essence of 
healing on my body 
and two stunted trees 
grow on my lips 
for the first time 


Please don’t light a candle 
It is weak and deadly 
reminding me of church 
But let the little cooling breeze 


blow as a sharp sword 
like moments of sin 


Longing 25 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


In this room very close 
you sat on a chair 
with the consent 
to flow like a river 


But let a little cold 
come to me at the time of sin 


There is nothing more sad 
than compassion 
Memory and reality 
less fertile 
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The night spreads like a cloud 


The night spreads like a cloud 
Silent ankle bells 
The birds return 
with grains of hope in their beaks 
to the green peepul tree 
to surrender 
The dense dark night 

enters the sky 


The river weeps 
Water flowing to a distance 
like a blue serpent 
The tragedies of Asia 
thunder inside 
washed in tears between Shrabasti and Trinidad 
and all those oceans 
The night comes 
In the sky the crane wails and laughs 
The moonlight sprays 
pools of hope 
scented torn love letters 
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The night comes slowly 
as a tear fills the eye 
of a disabled patient 

The earth grows small 
And on my palm 
I write with blue letters 


When night comes 
I turn into a lump of melting chocolate 
Alone at my study table 
Sleep seeps into my chair 
My tired frightened hands 
write your name 
in three letters 


But after a while 
I look this way, that way 
and strike them out 
The rivers start to roar 
the birds fly away 


Night comes and draws 
images of pathos 
slowly on the green grass 
and slates of clay 
Like a cloud 
your body 
merges into a gentle erotic embrace 


Longing 29 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Longing 30 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The spring chokes me 


The spring chokes me 
Unable to swallow 
inside me roots spread 
flowers blossom in my eyes 
On my back and chest 
blue grass begins to grow 
In the forest of jealous terror 
my body is covered 
with sweet-smelling jasmine 


The debased season 
comes and goes 
In some places 
pools of blood collect 
While somewhere else 
the fragrance of honey 
fills the sky 
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Is fear a new experience ? 


Is fear a new experience ? 
Hasn’t it bloomed like the green lotus 
in our lakes 
in millions of midday suns ? 


Hasn’t fear come in the wind 
like the hymns of Saturn 
breaking doors with daggers ? 
Hasn’t fear burnt at night 
like ten planets 
in my blood-stained fingers ? 


Fear comes 


when I see my face 
in the mirror 
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You are so very selfish 


You are so very selfish 
Come and see 
your sins turning into crimson fish 
swimming in the white blood of Mallika 
In unfaithful sunlight 
the flowers turn blue in the garden 
In the river 
a fish darts 
like a free dagger 
On the bank 
a fisherman stands 
blue with fright 


I do not know 
where you came from 
A crowded market in a painting of tender flesh 
I do not know where you go 
leaving my wide open breasts 
into the light of a distant planet 
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To disappear 
only to return 
one uncertain day 
An aeroplane of dusk 
bringing your arrogant body 
ravished with kisses 
Like a disgraced abandoned star 
you drop into my tired lap 


You are so very selfish 
With Mallika’s young blood 
your expansive sins 
decorate 2 tinsel toy 
Tomorrow becomes today 
Time passes 
You leave 
without saying that you will return 


In dark nights 
I see disturbed dreams 
Dressed as a dancer 
with silver anklets 
I stand obstructing your path 
on Cuttack streets 
You run like an angry horse rider 
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Mingle into darkness 
not looking back 
even once 
Sleep only sleep 
From a distance 
the weak voice 
of a red telephone rings 
Mallika opens her eyes 


Is it you, horse rider ? 
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You say you are well 


You say you are well 
You are well and dreaming 
Do you think I do not know 
your anxious fingers, anguished breasts 
blue in silent sadness 


Do you think I do not know 
how cold and lonely 
are your neck, back and hands 
Do you think 1 do not know 
the cruel monsoon in your unglossed hair 
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Yet you say you are well 
and dreaming 


I too see dreams 
They have killed me 
and thrown me into a desert 
My entire body 
a bloodless corpse 
Yet a little way away in the sand beside me 
stand seven saints drenched in my blood 
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Mallika, death left you 


Mallika 
Death left you 
and went away 
to the valley of lizards 


At midday 
in the abode of suffering 
stood an abandoned horse 
Its two quiet eyes 
covered with bright brass plates 


Mallika 
in your navel 


the roots of wild crops grow 
It is another season 
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In the glass showcase 
of the cafe 
at the end of the city 
unable to see 
the reflection of my face 
my eyes turn into brass plates 


Mallika, you are the second woman 
of this world 
whose small breasts 
have scars of snake bite 
Yet some sins were left 
in your pale wilderness 
That is why 
on your thighs of deception 
blooms a dense lotus pond 


In my breast pocket 
the cries of oppression 
open the buttons of my shirt 
with hidden ferocity 


Mallika, it is good you died 
your tired death 
left for Ishwar 
and the valley of lizards 
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Once to my room 


Once to my room 
came a beautiful girl 
with dark glossy hair 

shining breasts 
Her hands filled 
with flowers and death 


Her bright eyes 
tinted with tears 
of unforgiven love 
An actress of 
saddened memory 


Her body trembled with envy 
The strength of deception 
brightened her youth 
again and again 
In her face 
reflections of prayer and sin 
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Once to my room 
a beautiful girl came alone 
with glossy black hair 
She left after a moment’s stay 
as I was away 
in a distant place 
and my room was guarded 
by an impotent slave 
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Then slowly we walked 


Then slowly 
we walked to the garden 
The call of spring 
blinded me 
took me to the edge of the pond 
Spreading myself like the flowing wind 
I became the fruits 
the flowers 
the innumerable plants 


The rains came 
I do not remember 
how many showers 
You loosened your hair 
and danced round and round 
in the garden 
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On our way back 
symbols of gods and goddesses 
Sighs of pain 
The dust of dumb hibiscus 
All different 
separate 


I looked at you 
your fingers in my hand 
your solitary lips 
your face adorned with 
sprays of blood 
your anguished hair 
full of dust 
wet with tears 
In all your body 
punishment of months 
years and seasons 


Did you stumble ? I asked 
You laughed and slowly said 
Don’t you know 
this is a mysterious memory 
for my entire life 
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As we walk back 
At every crossroad 
gods of seasons 
with long limbs 
and golden crowns 


I feel we are walking 
from life towards death 
and from death to life 
inside the garden 
where life and death 
look alike 
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Mallika was here 


Mallika was here only for two minutes 
Then came separation followed by misery 
Those two minutes 
were filled with so much joy 
inspiring a great long poem 


I will write the poem 
but Mallika will not read it 
She does not care for books 
but enjoys chewing pan 
her face beaming with laughter 
Her pruned fingernails 
have become bushes of thorn 
When the time comes 
in her pale shining face 
emotions of a complete woman 
reflect expression 
mean and violent 
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Of course 
her womanhood returns 
But inside sleeps unnoticed 
a girl of twenty-four 
without a care 
She dislikes the smell of medicine 
and too much pomp and ceremony 
Even in anger she never rejects Ishwar 
Only a dream 
sad or exciting 
again and again troubles her 


She dreams 
she is in the market place 
her sari loosened by the strong wicked wind 
Around her 
stand the elderly shop keeper 
and his clients 
in a circle 
and watch 
her breasts exposed 
youth revealed 


She does not think her dream is bad 
assured that she is sleeping in her bed 


in her own house 
and wakes up before the dream ends 
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Mallika was here only for two minutes 
creating anticipation 
Yet she sat down 
chewing pan 
and swaying her legs 
She did not cry or laugh at me 
Without saying anything 
she got up and left 
breaking my dream 
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Mallika, only for you 


Mallika, only for you 
I went again and again 
to heaven and hell 
I could not win your heart 
or gain your body 


Mallika, life is very painful 
in heaven 
Depressed buildings 
Air without oxygen 
On the sides of the roads 
white snakes play 
And the prostitutes 
are so very expensive 
In unrepentent voice 
Ishwar cries out alone 
wearing golden sandals 
in desolation 
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Mallika, hell is so glorious 
Like your tears 
the innocent jasmine glistens 
In places 
the smell of burning rubber and lorries 
The sweet smell of blood and sin 
comes from the rubbish dump 
Safe prisons of sorrow 
with grey-faced accountants 
The roads are full of stray dogs 
vegetable skins 
and so many known people 


Mallika, once you were willing 
to go to hell with me 
The house was filled with the light of passion 
I said, Let us visit hell’ 
wear a sari and get ready 
I am going to fetch a rickshaw 


When I returned from the market place 
the house was dark with defeated hope 
My heart became full of red insects 
Of course who would come with me 
except the deceptive breeze 
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Mallika, for you I went to heaven 
where a white flag flutters 
in still lights 
For you I went to hell 
There along the road leading to the palace 
burn bitter promises 


You were nowhere 
You broke your word 
Never surrendered your body 
Never gave your heart 
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I will bring you everything 


I will bring you everything 
you innocent girl 
When Sunday comes 
I will give you everything 
Flowers wonderful like eyes 
A drop of blood 
pure as a fresh flower 


I will bring you everything 
The absent minded 
sunset of Cuttack 
stolen from the markets 
of Buxi bazaar 
I will bring my mother’s life 
to give you 
without her knowledge 
I shall sever the pure hands 
of my younger sister 
and offer them to you my beloved 
I will fulfil all your dreams 
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When Sunday comes 
I will bring flowers, blood and sun 
you innocent girl 
But sadly 
there will not be a Sunday 
until you arrive 
Wearing a pair of torn shoes 
the ever working god of time 
will fall into deep sleep 
on saturday night 
And there will never be a Sunday 
until you come to me 
and commit 
the most innocent sin 
naked 
in my tightly closed room 
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Mallika, if you are willing to die 


Mallika, if you are willing to die with me 
I’11 give up my life of luxury and power 
and the sweet smell of sainthood 


Secretly we shall go 
if you agree 
through the tunnels of love 
We will cross effortless 
forests and valleys 
with beautiful lakes and streams 


The path that brought me 
from my mother’s womb 
to your sculptured body 
is the only way to mock immortality 
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Mallika, you only know 
how to fly in a garden 
like a colourful scarf 
But do you know the sweet 
smell of your breasts 
When I place my face upon them 
revenge melts away 
my lost childhood returns 
You do not know 
how your sweat flowers the trees 
and your glance 
turns the killer to a glorious butterfly 


Mallika, with your consent 
I can become unfaithful to poetry 
destroy the unity of creation 
mix dirt with moonlight 
I can give up love, life 
the world 


When I touch you I forget piety and sin 
On your thighs 


I become the fallen god 
banished from heaven 
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Among the falling stars 


Among the falling stars 
and planes like violent cooing pigeons 
The pages of a novel 
narrating the fall of power 
The sudden laughter of small happiness 
A crowd of cars 
like the rainbow at dusk 
The lips of an intense magic light 
exchanging disguised emotions 
A mansion with a staircase 
leading to the sky 
Adolescent heroes with goatees 
and jean-clad young nuns 
Razor edge youths 
in air-conditioned cellars 
of nightmares 
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Fresh green coloured dollars 
In the sound bytes 
of Mahavishnu orchestra 
In New York’s fluttering eyes 


You mad girl 
what are you doing here 
alone for so many years 

You have given me 
so much pain 
Please come home 
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A pale yellow deceptive light 


A pale yellow deceptive light 
delights and calls me 
to the cruel island 
of your love 
Where the stone image 
of your incomplete womanhood 
searches for a sculptor 


A pale yellow deceptive light 
brings you near me 

inside the incandescent mall 

of this dangerous city 
Not one but sixteen moons 
shine in your body 
What a disguise 
You were never so beautiful 
even in our most intimate moments 
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A pale yellow deceptive light 
drives you away 
to the uncovered distance of an old letter 
lighting the lamp of despair 
The city melts instantly 
like sunlight reflected in soap bubbles 
I return to my incomplete banishment 
tearing the darkness of the forest 
From the aeroplane of your golden youth 
a few stars fall down 
to say it is not true 
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So much dust covered the car 


So much dust 
covered the car 
But you did not see 
my beloved 
although your pride 
stands strong 
in the glittering bright smoke 


Please see 
Just for once 
I stand alone 
a star lifeless and silent 
a discarded crumpled 
letter of submission 
in another lover’s pocket 
The whole car was full of sorrow 
but you did not notice 
my beloved 
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The reality 
made with dust and smoke 
Great hopes unite all 
Sudden jealousy filled the car 
but you did not feel it 
my beloved 
and left for another planet 
with a strange young man 
I have no regrets 
I will stay in this hopeless city 
tortured by coy girls 
and vegetable sellers 


All will return one day 
The shattered hopes 
The anguish of pain 
Heartless emotions 

Jesus Christ nailed to a cross 
will arrive in an aeroplane 
His shadow will fall 
on the prostitutes’ homes 
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The roads will fill up slowly 
with filth 
and the smell of rotten vegetables 


You will return 
in your unforgiving tired boat 
without dust 
The car will stop 
I will make you free 
with the help of a horrid laughter 
made by my invisible suffering 
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When you wake up 


When you wake up 
distance dissolves 
a new life begins 


The lamp burns 
an unbroken flame 
in devotion to God 


The golden fish 
trembling with desire 
cries out for rain 


When you wake up 
neglect leaves 
the language of moonlight 
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The amazing silent 
rainfall stops 
The joyous season 
opens its prison doors 


The rest of the night 
turns white 
with your screams 
of cruel silver 
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Look at me 


Look at me 
just for once 


No 
I can’t 
my face is always downcast 


Please look at me 
let me see your beautiful face 
So much has changed 
in the last twelve years 
with clouds and lightning 
marking our separation 
Heart beats and denial 
play of light 
So much has changed 
in between 
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What is the point ? 


You have changed 
from a girl to a woman 
tired and limited 
Today the light still shines 
in your eyes 
Please let me see 
as it used to be 
your pure spotless beauty 
Just for once 


I am surprised 
you have no remorse or sadness 
only the undying curiosity 
Is this your love or deception 


Once 
ignoring this world 
my awakening was lit 
with your illusory light 
like the reflection of the setting sun 
in the waters of a swelling river 
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Forget it 
There is no point 
rekindling the memory 
Like a dead butterfly 
it crumbles and turns to dust 
as soon as I try to touch it 
I have no incentive 


Once there was a tale 
of reign and banishment 
Then came 
the Invisible 
its meaning unknown 
It threw a handful of sand 
at our shining lamp 
and extinguished it 


Stop it 
I implore you 
I know I am not important 
But do I not have relief 
no freedom from the curse 


Your beauty 
gives pain to the world 
disarms the poet 
Is this ordinary 
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Again the same tricks 
The same temptation 
The traps of twelve years ago 


Look 
in this foreign land 
the silent snow falls 
Here I have no body no face 
I cannot see my shadow 
in this cold weak light 


Why have you come then ? 


I have no expectations 
no hope no right 
Like thin air 
my poetry is filled with despair 
and confused in the mystery 
of the life of a simple girl 
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What is this mystery ? 


I wish I could ask you 
about your neighbours 
and the joys and sorrows 
of your domestic life 
the cycle of seasons 
the summer and the monsoon 
Are your nights sleepless 
your sleep without dreams 
What are the colours of your dreams 
bright or dark 
Are you cold or warm 
Even now I feel your breath 


Please go away 
I do not know what is joy 
My life is simple 
linear 
Leaving it will be a fall into suffering 
There is no dream in my sleep 
no heaven 
no hel! 
I have sound sleep 
alone 
All is dark inside my darkness 
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Gradually day by day 


Gradually 
day by day 
I became immoral 
knowingly causing pain 
to the one I love 


The way the fallen fruits decay 
The way the well becames polluted 
staying in a deserted house 
I suffer and decay 
day by day 


The way the letter is spoilt 
stained with drops of tears 
The way the monsoon fails 
if the rains disappear 
I continue to live 
to suffer 
decaying day by day 
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She promised 
to return to me 
but went far away 
As a toy in the hands of pain 
I continue to live here 
decaying 
day by day 
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Glossary 


Ashok tree a tree bearing beautiful 


orange flowers 


a busy market place 

in Cuttack 

a tree with sweet smelling 
pale yellow flowers 


Buxi bazaar 


Champak tree 


Cuttack - the main commercial 
city of Orissa and 
formerly its capital 


Ishwar the Hindu God 


Mahavishnu The Great Vishnu, the Preserver 


Mallika - a girl’s name meaning 
the jasmine flower 


Peepul tree 


a large tree asociated 

with Buddha’s enlightenment 
ancient Buddhist centre in 
north India 


Shrabasti 
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Self portrait by 
Praffulla Mohanti 


artist and writer 


Cheeks resting 


on your naked shoulders 


In deadly crimson loht 


the womb is full 
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